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A Heart to Call Home

Dakota Scott has spent her entire adult life trying
to outrun her past, but even the privilege and reputation her
family name affords her haven’t helped her forget. Her mother’s
mental illness and the memory of the night that haunts her from so
long ago won’t release her. When the one woman with the power to
set her free shows up, Dakota is drawn to her, but she is a painful
reminder of everything Dakota has been trying desperately to
escape.

When Jessie Weldon returns to her hometown after
thirty years of avoiding it, she knows she has demons to face and a
conflicted past to resolve, but she has no idea love awaits her.
Can she give her heart to Dakota with the tragic past that lies
between them?
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“[The main characters’] individual stories were
interesting on their own but the interaction between the characters
really makes this novel great. …The steamy scenes were so well
written and extremely hot—in fact the best I’ve read in a long
time. They were very varied and inventive. I thoroughly enjoyed the
book and was so sad to finish it. I wanted it to go on and on!”
—Inked Rainbow Reads

 


Embracing the Dawn

 


“Embracing the Dawn by Jeannie Levig has to be
considered one of the best books of 2016 and one of the best
audiobooks of 2017. We also see a lot of the relationships with
secondary characters, and how important those friendships are to
the growth and happiness of our main characters. Levig handles all
of these relationships with a deftness that is truly a joy to read,
and reread. The story is well plotted, the characters have depth,
and the story sucks you in and keeps you turning pages.” —The
Lesbian Review

“Embracing the Dawn was written beautifully
and it has slipped straight into my Favorite and Must Read Again
shelves. It was so raw and honest. The story was very believable
and I think that’s what has stood out from most books I’ve read
recently. Bold Stokes Books have really upped the ante recently
with their authors. This was a fantastic novel. I was gripped from
the beginning.” —Les Reveur

“Seldom have I read such a passionate and insightful
love story as this. Ms Levig’s novel flows like a magnificent
river, sometimes roaring other times meandering but always
effortlessly and impressively moving gracefully on.” —Inked
Rainbow Reads

 


Into Thin Air

 


“Two things are apparent to me after reading Jeannie
Levig’s three novels. 1. She is an absolutely fantastic writer. 2.
She is anything but formulaic. Every single one of her books has
been good, but all so different. This writer knows how to draw
emotion from her readers. …Levig challenges you with this book.
This story is like a pendulum of emotions, so well crafted that you
can’t stop. This is a really fantastic book, you haven’t read
anything like this one, I promise.”—The Romantic Reader
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Chapter One

Jessie Weldon collected the last two essays as her
seventh period class filed from the room. She straightened the
stack of papers, then fastened them together with a large clip and
dropped them onto her desk. No question what I’ll be doing
tonight.

“Ms. Weldon?” someone said from the doorway.

Jessie tensed and looked up, knowing exactly who
she’d find. She’d recognize the voice anywhere.

“Jessica Weldon?” Dakota Scott flashed her cocky
grin, her legendary confidence evident in the way she rested one
forearm high on the doorjamb, her other hand splayed across her
hip. Her long, dark auburn ponytail flowed out the back of a
Clearwater Springs High School baseball cap. With that stance and
her athletic build, she looked every inch the formidable girls
volleyball and basketball coach she was reputed to be.

Jessie smiled pleasantly, despite the tightening in
her shoulders and the queasiness in her stomach. It wasn’t hearing
Jessica, the name only her father had once called her, that gave
her pause. She was getting used to that, since she’d started using
it when she’d accepted the long-term substitute position that made
her far more visible in her return to her hometown than if she’d
stuck to her original plan. She’d only intended to stay a couple of
months to reconnect with her foster father and regroup following
her divorce from Shelly. It was this face-to-face with Dakota Scott
that unsettled her, but she’d known, as soon as she’d decided to
stay longer and had taken the job at the high school, it was
inevitable. “Yes?”

Dakota strode across the room and extended her hand.
“Hi, I’m—”

“I know who you are,” Jessie said far too quickly.
And I know why you’re here. I’ll stay focused on that and deal
with the rest later. Her long buried conflict where Dakota
Scott was concerned began to uncoil in her depths, but she intended
to hold her ground, no matter who Dakota was—or who she’d once been
in Jessie’s mind. She’d known this moment was coming, had even
tried to prepare for it. She shook Dakota’s hand. “I mean, you’re a
Scott, right?” She laughed dismissively. “Who in this town doesn’t
know the Scotts?”

“Oh! Thank you.” Dakota’s tone was surprised—feigned,
no doubt, since her expression wasn’t. Of course, she was used to
everyone knowing who she was, even if—as now—she had no
recollection of them. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Jessie inclined her head in acknowledgement. Despite
everything that linked them, this was the first time they’d
actually met. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, first, let me welcome you to the school.”
Dakota pulled a student desk from the end row and sat on its top.
She planted one sneakered foot in the seat, while keeping herself
balanced with the other on the floor.

Jessie would have reprimanded a student for sitting
on the desk that way, but she refrained with Dakota. They had
dirtier floors to mop. Instead, she tried to ignore the muscles of
Dakota’s obviously toned thighs working beneath the relaxed fit of
her black leggings, tried not to notice that the bright green of
the baseball hat was the exact shade of Dakota’s eyes. An old—yet,
amazingly, still familiar—flutter tickled Jessie’s stomach. She’d
always liked looking at Dakota, even long ago when she’d been too
young to understand what it meant. But damn it, this is now.
She focused.

“Are you settling in?” Dakota asked.

“Yes, thank you. I’m starting to feel a little more
acclimated.” Jessie had taken over Jim Anderson’s eleventh grade
English classes three weeks earlier when he’d fallen from his
second story roof and severely injured his back. He’d be out for at
least the remainder of the school year, perhaps permanently. “It’s
been a bit of a challenge figuring out another teacher’s system and
then shifting it to my own, but it’s coming along.”

Dakota nodded. “That’s kind of what I wanted to talk
to you about.”

“No, you want to talk to me about Melinda Jenson’s
grade.” Jessie wanted to cut the chitchat and get to the point. She
had no idea how long she could be in the same room with Dakota this
first time without the full past flooding in. Besides, she wanted
to make it crystal clear she wouldn’t be played where a student’s
grades were concerned.

Dakota’s lips parted slightly, and she arched an
eyebrow. “Well…yes. That’s exactly it.”

“What would you like to say?” Jessie toyed with the
ankh pendant at her throat but kept her gaze on Dakota.

“I wanted to ask why you gave her an F.” There was a
hint of condescension in Dakota’s tone.

Jessie bristled inwardly. “Because they won’t let me
give her a G.” Her confidence returned. She was on solid ground
with this topic.

Dakota hesitated, surprising Jessie with a flicker of
uncertainty in her expression, but it vanished as suddenly as it
had appeared. She let out a humorless chuckle. “That’s very funny.
I’ll have to remember that one. But seriously, there was no
indication on Mel’s mid-quarter progress report that she was
falling behind.”

“I wasn’t here for the progress reports, so I can’t
speak to that.” Jessie held her voice steady. At forty-five, she’d
taught high school English for twenty years and knew what was going
on here, knew what some coaches occasionally asked of academic
teachers. It saddened her that someone she’d once admired—granted,
it’d been idol worship and a childhood crush, but still—was the one
doing it now. She was aware of Dakota’s arrogance, however—the
arrogance of all the Scotts—and she remembered her own mother’s
bitter words from years earlier. The Scotts can get away with
anything. She shook away the thought with resolve.Don’t
worry, Mom. She won’t get away with this, at least. It wasn’t
much, but it was something. “All I know about Melinda’s actual
grades is that there were none recorded prior to my arrival, she
failed the two quizzes I’ve given since then, and she hasn’t
turned in a single homework assignment. Hence, the F.”

Dakota paused, clearly reassessing the situation,
then flashed that grin again. “Look, Jessica…May I call you
Jessica?”

Jessie almost rolled her eyes, an occupational hazard
from being around teenagers every day, but nodded her
acquiescence.

“Jessica,” Dakota said again, “Jim and I had kind of
an arrangement you might not be aware of, concerning a few of our
mutual students.”

“I suspected as much, given Melinda’s attitude and
the fact that she’s the star of the girls volleyball team.” In
truth, Jessie had figured it out very quickly. “But that was an
arrangement you had with Jim. Not with me.”

A soft chime sounded, and Dakota retrieved a cell
phone from the pocket of her zippered hoodie. She glanced at the
screen. “If you knew about it, couldn’t you have said something to
me before the quarter grades came out?” She stuffed the phone back
into her pocket.

“I addressed it with Melinda,” Jessie said flatly.
“She’s my student.”

“Maybe you don’t understand how important it is that
she keep her GPA at least a 2.00.”

Jessie couldn’t help but laugh. “Coach Scott, I—”

“Please, call me Dakota.” The grin again.

Jessie shook her head in amusement. “Coach Scott, I
assure you, I understand the importance of an athlete maintaining a
2.00 grade point average. The difference between you and me,
however, is that I understand that it’s up to the athlete.
Not the coach. And certainly not the teacher. And I have no
intention of honoring the arrangement you had with Jim.”

Dakota’s jaw tightened, and she studied Jessie.
“Okay, I get it. You’ve made your point. But if you were aware of
an arrangement you weren’t going to honor, a conversation with me
might have been in order. That would have been the caring thing to
do, so maybe we could have worked out something else.”

Jessie opened her mouth to speak.

Dakota held up a hand. “I’m not finished,” she said,
her expression hardening. “For some of these kids, an athletic
scholarship is their only chance of going to college. Mel’s family
doesn’t have a lot of money. Maybe you don’t get that not
everyone has it easy. And now, since her recorded quarter grade is
an F, she’s ineligible to play for the rest of the season. And in
order to have a shot at a scholarship, she needs to play.”

A hot gust of anger blew through Jessie. Her
inclination was to launch into a diatribe of exactly how well she
understood such a scenario, how hard she’d had to work even to get
to college, never mind stay there long enough to earn her teaching
credential. But she wouldn’t defend herself, or Melinda Jenson, to
anyone, especially not to someone like Dakota Scott who came from
money, privilege, and entitlement, someone who didn’t have a clue
what the hell she was talking about. She reined in her emotions. “I
am very aware of the fact that not all families have the finances
to send their children to college, and of the importance of an
athletic scholarship in some cases. I’m also aware of the
importance of a student having more than one option and of the
responsibility we have as teachers to ensure that they do, if
possible. You aren’t doing Melinda, or any other students for whom
you’ve made an arrangement, any favors by teaching them that
their athletic ability is their only value.”

Dakota bolted to her feet, her eyes narrowed. “I
don’t—”

Jessie halted her with her own raised hand. “My
turn.” She kept her tone professional. “What happens when they get
the athletic scholarship and get to college but they can’t put a
sentence together to write a paper in the classes they have to pass
in order to stay eligible there? Worse—because there will
most likely be a coach like you there as well, who’ll make an
arrangement for them—what happens if they get injured and
can no longer play sports? If they haven’t learned anything else,
what are they supposed to do then?”

Dakota glanced away. She pressed her lips together,
then stalked to the window and stood with her back to Jessie. “You
should have talked to me.”

“As I mentioned,” Jessie said coolly. “I spoke with
Melinda. If she wasn’t comfortable talking with you about what I
offered, that’s between the two of you.”

Dakota shot a glare over her shoulder. “She talks to
me.” Her voice rose. “I’m her coach. She talked to me this
morning.”

“Yes, and I’m sure the conversation went something
like this.” Jessie did a hair flip. “Oh, Coach Scott,” she said in
a high-pitched Southern accent. “That mean new teacher gave me an
F, and I have no idea why.” Then she shifted to her best John Wayne
stance and lowered the timber of her voice. “Don’t worry, little
lady, I’ll take care of it.”

Dakota’s mouth quirked. Her cell phone chimed, and
she took it from her pocket again. She frowned at the screen and
shook her head. “Fine,” she said, returning her attention to
Jessie. “What did you offer her?”

“What?” Jessie had been expecting an angry response
to her mockery, or at the very least, a mild rebuke. She kind of
deserved one. The ridicule had been uncalled for, even if it did
feel good.

“You said, if she didn’t tell me what you offered.
What did you offer?”

Jessie gathered her thoughts. “Since I know she plays
basketball as well as volleyball, I offered to work with her
outside of class to help her raise her semester grade so she can
play basketball when the season starts. And I suggested that
perhaps you could put her on academic probation now, so that as
long as she’s making progress, she can still finish out the
volleyball season.”

Dakota tilted her head. “You know a lot about how
this works.”

“I’ve been teaching high school for twenty years. I
know how a lot of things work,” Jessie said with derision.

Dakota paused, a question in her eyes. “Mel has
practice after school,” she said, obviously sidestepping Jessie’s
comment. “She can’t meet with you then.”

“I didn’t say anything about after school.” Jessie
turned and began tidying her desk. “She can come in before school—I
get here at six forty-five—or at lunch. Or I can meet with her in
the evening.” She powered off her laptop. “I’ll meet with her at
midnight if she shows any intention of taking it seriously.”

“You’d do that?” Dakota asked, her surprise evident.
“Work with her on her schedule?”

Jessie turned to face her again. “I care about my
students, Coach Scott. Even the pampered ones with attitude. But I
won’t waste time. It won’t do anyone any good for me to care more
about her grade than she does. However, if she’s willing to work,
I’m willing to work with her whenever she can.”

Music blared from Dakota’s jacket pocket—the chorus
from the old rock song “Little Miss Can’t Be Wrong.” She let out an
obviously exasperated sigh and rolled her eyes. “Excuse me,” she
said as she turned away and put the phone to her ear. “What is it,
Tina?”

Jessie resumed finishing up for the day, packing
several stacks of essays into her briefcase. She remembered
Dakota’s little sister, Tina. She’d been a year ahead of Jessie in
school, much closer in age than Dakota’s four years, and had been
one of those pampered teenagers with attitude about whom they’d
just been speaking. Perhaps not much had changed if the two
previous texts had also been from her, and if the ring tone was any
indication.

“I’m still at work,” Dakota said. “Just deal with
her.”

“She won’t listen to me.” Tina’s voice was shrill,
the words clear as they spilled into the quiet classroom. “She’ll
only listen to you when she gets like this. You need to come.”

“I’ll be there when I can.” Dakota glanced at Jessie.
“I’m busy right now.”

“Dakota!” Tina drew the “o” into two syllables. “You
promised you’d—”

“I’ll come when I’m done.” Dakota ended the call and
turned back to Jessie. “Sorry.” She shrugged, looking embarrassed.
“Family. You know.”

Jessie didn’t know. She hadn’t known family
for a long time, and one of the reasons was standing right in front
of her. A wave of exhaustion overtook her. This meeting had claimed
more energy, opened more emotional doors, than she’d anticipated.
She’d thought she’d stayed focused on the subject at hand, but
apparently some ghosts from the past had slipped through. She
needed to be away from Dakota Scott. “Are we finished?”

Dakota cocked an eyebrow. “I suppose we are.” She
walked toward the door. “I’ll talk to Mel, and we’ll get back to
you on when she can meet.”

“Make sure it’s her,” Jessie said to Dakota’s
back.

Dakota turned in the doorway. “Excuse me?”

“It should be Melinda who gets back to me,” Jessie
said, making an effort to soften her tone. “She’s the student. It’s
her responsibility. Not yours.”

Dakota fixed her gaze on Jessie, her expression
unreadable. She didn’t answer for a long moment, then she nodded
and left.

Jessie heard “Little Miss Can’t Be Wrong” drift back
into the room from the hallway, then Dakota’s irritated, “I’m on my
way.” She dropped into the chair behind her desk and sighed. She’d
done it. She’d gotten through her first encounter with Dakota
Scott. With as much as she’d been dreading it and as conflicted as
she’d felt about it, she was glad it’d caught her off guard. She
hadn’t had time to freeze up, or worse, panic over whether Dakota
might know who she was. She wanted to keep that card concealed
until she chose to play it.

She understood this would be far from the last
meeting, especially since they’d both be monitoring Melinda
Jenson’s progress, but at least now she knew what she’d be dealing
with. She could no longer deny that she still blamed Dakota for
what had happened and that she held resentment for Dakota’s status
and position in Clearwater Springs. And, ridiculously, remnants of
her childhood crush still lingered in conflict with everything
else. But this was good. After all, wasn’t facing her demons the
reason she’d decided to stay longer? And Dakota was one of those
demons. If Jessie could come to terms with the person who’d killed
her sister, she could most likely handle the rest.


Chapter Two

Dakota settled into the driver’s seat of her SUV and
stared unseeingly out the windshield. Who is that woman? And
what just happened?

Dakota was used to getting her way. People usually
responded to her positively, flattered by the hint of flirtation
she added to many conversations. Everyone loved her. No, not
everyone, not anymore—not around here. Some in Clearwater
Springs held the past over her—the very reason she’d stayed away so
long—so she made an extra effort with newcomers. She could never be
certain who someone new to town had already talked to, what rumors
they might have heard and been tainted by. What had happened had
taken place decades ago, but it still ranked high on the list of
the town’s unofficial highlights. She’d never understood what
people got out of gossiping about the misfortune of others.

Some of the older townspeople still avoided her,
believing ancient accusations of wrongdoings swept under the rug
because of her family name. Even after all these years, it still
stung that a faction of the close-knit community had turned on her,
but she always played the role of her younger self—unaffected,
confident, even cocky. She never exposed her soft underbelly.

Had Jessica Weldon already heard all about the night
that had changed Dakota forever? At least, heard the other version
of it? Dakota’s twin brother, Drew, had pointed out more than once
that that version was all anyone had to talk about, since
she’d never shared anything about that night and had forbidden him
to as well. Their father had given a public statement addressing
the issue, but Dakota had only ever spoken of it with a couple of
therapists in the years since, and with one girlfriend, Diane, who
had come with her when she’d returned to Clearwater Springs ten
years earlier from San Francisco. Diane had since ended the
relationship, though, and moved back to the Bay Area. She’d said
small-town life didn’t suit her, but Dakota wondered how much of a
role the town gossip and judgments, and maybe even Dakota’s guilt
in the matter, had played in Diane’s decision. And then there was
Dakota’s family—the responsibilities, the drama, the demands.

Speaking of which. Dakota started the engine.
Duty calls.

As she maneuvered her Grand Cherokee—one of the
indulgences she’d allowed herself for returning to Clearwater
Springs, that and a house in town—through the quaint streets, her
thoughts drifted back to Jessica Weldon. Something about her had
drawn Dakota in. It might simply have been her looks—those smooth
curves beneath the cocoa colored dress that seemed to make her
olive skin glow, the dark golden hair that gently framed her face,
enhancing the thin gold band that ringed her rich brown irises, her
full lips. Everything about her was soft, everything except her
demeanor. Even that, though, had captured Dakota’s attention.

Jessica hadn’t flinched once and had held her ground
through their entire disagreement. As much as Dakota liked an
unequivocal win, she respected someone who took a stand for a
cause. And her attempt at a John Wayne impression. Dakota
chuckled out loud in the solitude of her Jeep. How cute was
that?

Dakota had gotten a ping off Jessica, and her gaydar
was usually pretty accurate. In another place and time, she would
have asked her out in a heartbeat. She would have been all over
her, but that was the Dakota of old who didn’t wonder if beneath
every conversation lay hidden judgments and blame. She wasn’t
confident and cocky anymore. Not since she’d returned home. That
was a well-practiced façade. She was uncertain and felt far more
vulnerable than she was comfortable revealing.

Diane had been the last person she’d shared even a
fraction of her true feelings with, and Diane had left. Alone,
she’d had to figure out who in her hometown was still really
with her and who wasn’t. In all honesty, though, Diane’s
departure hadn’t been a surprise. Dakota had been expecting it
since the first day they’d unpacked, maybe even since the day she’d
explained to Diane that she had to return home and why. Diane
wasn’t cut out for emotional baggage and a haunted past. She’d
fallen in love with Dakota Scott, nationally known and respected
NCAA coach of a championship women’s volleyball team, an admired
and unencumbered partner—not Dakota Scott of the Clearwater Springs
Scotts, who’d fallen from grace and still carried the scars.

Dakota turned off the main road and stopped to punch
the code into the security keypad. When the gates swung open, she
passed under the archway that read Ghost Rider Ranch and made her
way down the long, landscaped drive to the family ranch house. It
was hardly a true ranch house, though. It was, in reality, a small
mansion, but it had been built on the same site as the original
rustic wooden structure her great-grandfather had built almost a
hundred years earlier, and over time, everyone had continued
calling it the ranch house.

The front twenty of the ten-thousand-acre spread had
been converted into more of a compound over the past few decades,
providing homes for grown children as well as the families of a few
longstanding foremen and some indoor staff. Crystal, Dakota’s older
sister; and her husband, Paul; had lived in one of the houses until
they’d agreed to move into the ranch house to oversee the care of
the matriarch of the Scott family, Dakota’s mother. Her twin
brother, Drew; and his wife, Selena; had raised three children in
the residence near the bunkhouse on the edge of the actual ranch,
their youngest graduating from high school this year. And Tina and
her soon-to-be fourth husband lived in the guesthouse that shared
the pool and tennis courts with the main residence. Dakota had long
ago given the home deemed hers to Drew’s other romantic partner,
Randy, having no interest whatsoever in living on the ranch again
and figuring if Drew, Selena, and Randy could work out the
complications of their twenty-seven-year relationship, they
deserved all the support she could give them. Kudos to them.
She’d never been able to sustain even a traditional
relationship for more than a minute and a half, comparatively.
Diane had been her longest-standing girlfriend, and they’d lasted
only six years.

As Dakota parked in her usual spot outside the
kitchen entrance, Tina shot out the door and was on her before she
got one foot to the ground.

“You have to talk to her.” Tina grabbed Dakota’s arm
and pulled her from her seat. “You have to stop her.”

“Hi, Tina,” Dakota said, letting herself be dragged
into the house. “Yeah, my day was pretty good, except for my star
player failing English and a new teacher who’s a stickler for
protocol. But thanks for asking. How are you?”

“You can see how she is,” Ada, the Scotts’ long-time
cook and house manager said from where she stirred the contents of
a pot at the stove. The lines around her eyes crinkled as she
flashed a broad smile. “She’s been like this all day.”

“Oh my God,” Dakota said, peering into the pot.
“How’d you stand it?”

Ada laughed softly. “Same as when she was seven. I
tune her out.”

Dakota inhaled the savory scent of Ada’s homemade
chicken soup. “Mmmmm, I’m staying for dinner.”

“You know you’re always welcome.” Ada squeezed her
hand.

“Dakota!” Tina’s shriek filled the kitchen. “Go!”

Dakota winced. “I’m going,” she said emphatically,
then turned back to Ada. “Where is she?”

“Hiding in her room. Do you blame her?”

Dakota laughed and headed up the back stairs. She
tapped on the door to the master suite. “Mama?” She turned the knob
and peeked inside.

Her mother sat at the window, gazing out into the
fading afternoon light. Her white hair was tied back with a loose
ribbon, and she was impeccably dressed in a silver and blue
designer jogging suit. Not that she jogged. She just liked
comfortable clothing. At seventy-five, she was relatively healthy
and exercised regularly in her home gym but didn’t spend much time
outdoors. She hummed quietly, evidently lost in thought.

Dakota touched her shoulder. “Mama?”

Her mother startled and turned wide eyes to her, then
her expression softened. “I’m glad you’re not Tina.”

Dakota mimed wiping her brow. “Phew. Me, too. Can you
imagine what it’s like to be her?”

Her mother laughed.

Dakota loved the sound. She’d always savored it
during the times her mother was lucid and interactive so she could
recall it during the bad times. She kissed her mother’s cheek, then
sat beside her on the loveseat. “So what’s going on between you
two?”

Her mother scowled. “She doesn’t want Captain Red to
escort me to her wedding.”

“Captain Red?” Dakota searched her memory. She
vaguely remembered a Captain Red in the cast of characters that
traveled the dark twists and turns of her mother’s damaged
mind.

Vivian Scott had been diagnosed with schizophrenia
when Dakota was eight. The two years between the onset of the
disease and its identification had been terrifying. Dakota had
watched and felt the mother that had previously adored her and
beamed every time her children entered a room transform into a
stranger, unpredictable in her emotional states, behavior, and
treatment of her family. Their father had noticed some of the
changes, but merely told the kids their mother was simply going
through a tough time, and she’d be back to her old self soon. His
focus, during those years, had been on building his veterinary
practice, and he counted on his wife to hold things together at
home. When everything came to light, he’d begged for their
forgiveness.

Dakota had awakened in the darkness more than once to
find her mother standing over her, staring down at her in bed,
murmuring about danger and killing. One memory could still reduce
her to trembling at times. She’d never told anyone of the incident,
afraid her mother would be taken away if anyone knew. But that had
happened anyway, several months later, when Dakota had walked into
her parents’ bedroom, the very room they sat in now, to find her
mother holding a sobbing, five-year-old Tina out the third-floor
window, arguing with some voice only she could hear, about killing
the children. Thank God she’d been present enough to argue. Tina,
to this day, had no recollection of the event, but Dakota recalled
it vividly.

She hated her mother’s sickness for stealing her from
them—from Dakota—and for the tragedy it’d caused. At times, she
even hated her mother, and she could be consumed by guilt for that,
if she weren’t careful. But she loved her. There were the good
times, too. Right?

Dakota stifled a disappointed sigh. Is she heading
into one of her episodes? Is she messing with her meds again?
“I’m sorry, Mama,” she said, looking into her mother’s eyes, so
much like her own. She was like her mother had been in many ways.
She remembered being afraid all through her twenties that she would
be like her in the onslaught of delusions and hallucinations, and
had only let go of that fear when she’d hit her thirties. “I’m not
sure I know Captain Red.”

“Tina thinks just because he’s a pirate he won’t know
how to behave properly,” Dakota’s mother said without
acknowledgment of Dakota’s comment.

“Have you seen him?” Dakota asked, dreading the
answer. A knot tightened in the pit of her stomach. “Has he spoken
to you in the past couple of days?”

“Like most people, Tina thinks that all pirates just
sit around drinking rum and making people walk the plank. But
Captain Red used to be a gentleman. He—”

“Mama,” Dakota said, a little more sharply than she’d
intended.

Her mother blinked at her. “Yes, dear?”

“Did the captain actually talk to you?” Dakota asked
again.

“Well, no. Tina brought him up. She said no one like
him could be at her wedding. But then I remembered the last time
she got married and I attended with that nice young man,
Richard…”

Dakota breathed a sigh of relief. Richard had been
one of the personal assistants from the home care service providers
they contracted with to help with her mother. As long as Captain
Red hadn’t actually made an appearance, her mother wasn’t likely
headed into one of her dark times. But what the hell is Tina
thinking, bringing him up?

“Captain Red said then that he wanted to escort me to
the next wedding. I thought the next one might be yours and
Diane’s, but I haven’t seen Diane in a long while. Is she
well?”

“Yes, Mama, she’s fine.” Dakota leaned back into the
plush loveseat. “Remember, she moved back to San Francisco?” She
relaxed, knowing the Captain Red conversation was most likely over
and forgotten. Unless, of course, Tina brought it up again.

“Did she?” Her mother looked perplexed as she always
did when the subject of Diane came up. “Hm, I thought she might be
the one for you.” She took Dakota’s hand as she rested her
head on Dakota’s shoulder, returning her gaze to the panoramic view
of the ranch lands through the expanse of windows.

Dakota pressed her cheek to the softness of her
mother’s hair. “No, Mama. Not the one.” When she was younger, even
into early adulthood, she’d liked listening to her mother’s
romantic ideas of true love and the story of how she and Dakota’s
father had found each other, but now, on the brink of fifty and
with her father married to another woman, Dakota didn’t think she
believed in the one anymore. She still wanted
to—desperately—but just couldn’t dredge up the idealism. Her sister
Crystal had found her one in Paul, and Drew had actually
found two. Maybe since he and Dakota were twins, he’d ended
up with hers as well. And Tina…Well, Tina found the one
every time she went out on a date. Even their father had found
Rowina, and though she might not be his true love, he seemed happy
with her in the house he’d built for them on the grounds of his
veterinary hospital.

“Don’t worry, sweetie.” Dakota’s mother patted her
thigh. “It just means your true love is still on her way.”

Dakota had serious doubts. At this point, she wasn’t
even sure she wanted to be in a relationship. Since Diane had left,
she’d been surprisingly content on her own. As though summoned, the
image of Jessica Weldon executing the hair flip rose in front of
her again, and she frowned. Not going there.

She sat in the quiet with her mother, taking in the
beautiful rolling hills of the ranch, until she felt her mother
relax against her as she did when she’d drifted off to sleep.
Dakota eased her down on the loveseat, covered her with the afghan
from the foot of her bed, and slipped out of the room.

“What did she say? Did you talk her out of it? Did
you tell her the imaginary pirate friend can’t come to my wedding?”
Tina’s barrage of questions hit Dakota like a battery of cannon
balls from Captain Red’s ship the instant she stepped back into the
kitchen.

“It’s all fine, Tina. She’s fine. She said
you’re the one who brought it up,” Dakota said, suddenly annoyed
with the wasted trip out there and the sullen mood that had
overtaken her from the conversation about the one. “Captain
Red isn’t even around. She was just remembering something he’d said
the last time you got married.”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about him like he’s real.
It’s creepy.” Tina returned to the chair at the table in the
breakfast nook she’d leapt up from at Dakota’s entrance. “She
agreed, though, right? You made her agree?”

“She can’t agree to something four months away.”
Dakota leaned against the counter beside Ada. “She’s going to come
up with a thousand brand new things to get you all frantic and
crazy between now and then, if you react to them. She’s already
forgotten about Captain Red, and he’ll probably stay forgotten,
unless you bring him up again. So don’t.”

“This is my wedding,” Tina said with a huff. “I don’t
want anything going wrong.”

“This is your fourth wedding,” Dakota said
with equal irritation. “And if you want everything in your life to
go perfectly and without drama, you’re in the wrong family. This is
the family in which nothing takes place without drama, including a
perfectly nice Wednesday afternoon, like this one had been.”
Until Jessica Weldon. That’s where it all started today.

“What’s going on?” Crystal asked, coming into the
kitchen from the dining room entrance. She dumped her purse and a
stack of mail onto the table in front of Tina. “I could hear you
two all the way from the foyer.”

“Dakota doesn’t think I should ever get married again
just because my previous marriages didn’t work out.” Tina slouched
in her chair and hugged herself tightly.

“I don’t care how many times you get married.” Dakota
folded her arms across her chest. “I just don’t see why you have to
subject everyone to a huge wedding every time. We’re not really
designed for public affairs.”

“Well, what am I supposed to do?”

“Get out your phone,” Dakota said.

Tina glared at her suspiciously but did as
instructed.

“Google this.” Dakota could feel Crystal watching
her. “E-l-o-p-e. I’m sure you can find some instructions on how to
do it.”

Tina gasped and tossed her phone onto the table.

Ada let out a soft chuckle.

Crystal glared at Dakota, her lips pressed into a
firm line. “Dakota,” she said, her tone admonishing.

Dakota had expected it. When their mother had been
committed to an institution for treatment until her symptoms could
be brought under control—and maybe until her children were old
enough to understand that the mother they’d once had was gone
forever—Crystal, at age eleven, had all but become Tina’s mother.
And she’d spoiled her beyond recovery.

Dakota held up her hands in surrender. “I’m just
saying.”

Tina turned on the tears that usually got Crystal’s
attention.

“And here come the waterworks.” Dakota shook her head
in disbelief. “I’m done with this.” She pushed away from the
counter and strode out of the room.

On the balcony off the formal living room, she
watched the final vestiges of the sunset be swallowed like prey by
the encroaching twilight and the pool light and patio lanterns
spring to life below her. She felt, more than heard, a soft
movement behind her and knew it was Crystal. “I’m sorry,” she said,
certain Crystal would understand the apology was for her, not
Tina.

Crystal moved up beside her and handed her a
glass.

Dakota knew it’d be filled with citrus water. Her
favorite. “Thanks,” she said, but didn’t take a drink. “I know you
hate it when Tina and I fight.”

“Hate’s a strong word.” Crystal rested her forearms
on the railing and held her own glass over the edge. “Maybe it just
dismays me.”

Dakota cringed. “Oh, God, not dismay.”

Crystal let out a quiet laugh. “You know me. I’ve
always wanted all of us to simply get along. But as you said, we’re
a family made for drama. None of us would know how to act if
something wasn’t going on at any given moment.” She sighed.
“And it usually involves Tina in some way.”

Dakota cut her a sideways glance. And whose doing
is that?

Crystal tilted her head in evident acknowledgment,
then shifted her gaze down to the pool. “You, me, and Drew…We had
Mom for a while before she got sick. We knew what it was like to
have a mother. And you and Drew had each other. You’ve always had
each other. But Tina…” She pursed her lips, looking thoughtful. “I
know I overcompensated.”

Dakota watched Crystal in the gathering moonlight
that glinted off the white streaks in her auburn hair. Only three
years older than Dakota, Crystal was still striking, but more of
life creased her features, no doubt because she’d borne far more
family responsibilities than Dakota had. For that, Dakota admired
her. “Crys,” she whispered. “You’ve done so much for all of us. I
don’t mean to be critical. I’m sorry.”

Crystal turned to her and smiled. “I don’t think
you’re being critical. Tina can be frustrating. Believe me, I—of
all people—know that. I really came out here to make sure you’re
okay. You seemed disproportionately upset. Is there something else
going on?”

“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

Crystal studied her for a moment, then nodded. “Are
you staying for dinner? I think Drew and his clan are joining
us.”

Dakota considered it, remembering she’d already told
Ada she would, but she still felt unsettled. Not about Tina, even
though there was almost always something that could annoy her when
it came to her younger sister. But no. Something still lingered
from her conversation with her mother, the reminder of Diane, the
talk of weddings, the concept of the one. The last thing she
wanted tonight was to be a third wheel, or a fifth, or whatever odd
number she’d be in a roomful of people who shared their lives with
one another. Maybe she’d grab a pizza on the way home. “Thanks, but
I have to get going.” She downed half of her water and handed the
glass back to Crystal.

“Okay.” Crystal’s voice held a note of
disappointment. “Maybe this weekend? Paul would love to see you.
It’s been a while.”

“Sure, the weekend sounds good.” Certainly, by then,
she’d be fine. She pressed a kiss to Crystal’s forehead, suddenly
eager to be by herself. As she turned to leave, though, she found
herself wondering how Jessica Weldon was spending her
evening and if she’d found the one in her life.


Chapter Three

Jessie finished entering the grades from the
vocabulary tests she’d given on Friday into her computer, then
glanced around her classroom.

Fourteen students sat in silence, all but one reading
or with their heads bent over a binder or notebook, writing. Ian
Langston slouched in his seat, legs stretched out, arms clamped
across his chest, his jaw set. A dark bruise shadowed one side of
his face.

Vice Principal Thornton had told Jessie Ian had been
in a fight. This was his first day in early morning detention.

Ian’s clothes were torn in a couple of places and
raggedly mended in others, but they were clean. His shaggy blond
hair desperately needed a cut, and his cotton plaid shirt that hung
open over a slightly wrinkled grayed T-shirt seemed woefully
inadequate against the chilly autumn morning.

Jessie shivered. She remembered how deeply the cold
cut without a jacket, even this early in the fall, and the long
wait for the warmth from the school heater to chase it fully from
her bones.

Ian glared out the window in obvious defiance of the
instructions she knew he’d received for his time in her
detention.

The seven thirty-five bell rang, signaling the
students to start heading to their first period classes. Everyone
began collecting their things. Ian jerked to his feet and took a
step toward the door.

“Mr. Langston, may I see you for a moment?” Jessie
asked just loudly enough to be heard over the increasing clamor of
voices, books slamming shut, and backpacks being zipped.

He shot her an insolent glance.

For a split second, she thought he might ignore her
request. She met and held his gaze, keeping her expression calm but
firm. It was a look she’d perfected years earlier. Don’t do
it. She waited.

Finally, he moved around the row he’d been sitting in
and strode to her desk.

She never lowered her eyes, but kept them fixed on
his, even when she had to tilt her head back to do so as he stood
in front of her. He was a good head taller than her. She knew if
she wavered, she’d lose him.

She had a tender spot for kids like Ian. In her
experience, the tough, defiant, seemingly unreachable kind were
trying to protect a soft inner core. Their outward expression was
really a call for someone to notice them, to care that they might
be hurting, or lonely, or scared. She also knew, though, that
before she’d have the slightest chance of him letting her in, she’d
have to earn his respect.

“It’s my understanding that you chose early morning
detention over being suspended.” She kept her voice low so as to
honor his privacy, though many of the students in the room had made
the same choice. “Is that correct?”

His jaw tightened, but uncertainty flickered across
his face.

Again, she thought he might not answer.

He nodded.

She retrieved a
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